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Systemic Literacy Initiatives: Stories of Regulation, 
Conflict and Compliance 
 
Mary Ryan 
 
This paper problematises the Discourses surrounding systemic whole-school initiatives, 
and provides some insight into how one rural primary school is dealing with such 
change, through the development of positioned, fictional narratives from the key players.  
Systemic initiatives such as these, seek to go beyond structural or superficial change, 
rather the focus is on changing the ‘literacy culture’ of the school.  Results from this 
project however, suggest that teachers in this context do not necessarily ‘buy into’ such 
change, so the problem of ‘imposed innovation’ without real pedagogical change has 
developed. 
 
Introduction 
 
In early 2001, the rural Queensland school at which this project is situated, decided to 
review the current knowledge and practices of staff, regarding literacy (particularly 
focusing on reading), with a view to developing a whole-school approach. 
I have decided to use this project to study the conflicting Discourses that are emerging 
strongly from the data, to illustrate one school’s journey through the implementation of 
systemic whole-school initiatives.  
Background: Context of Change 
 
In Queensland, the ‘Literate Futures: Report of the Literacy Review for Queensland State 
Schools’ (Education Queensland 2000b), was undertaken to recommend strategies for 
strengthening the organisational capacities of schools and the competencies of teachers to 
assist students to develop their ‘literate futures’.  Four key areas of priority were 
recommended from this report: Student diversity, whole-school programs and community 
partnerships, the teaching of reading, and future literacies.  This report highlights that in 
Queensland at least, a literacy strategy is not just about developing new classroom 
strategies or changing school structures, it is about whole school reform.  The literacy 
cultures of schools are therefore under scrutiny and they may require wholesale change. 
 
It was within this context of change that the school decided to conduct an audit of the 
current beliefs, knowledge, practices and resources that influenced the teaching of 
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literacy (particularly reading) in the school.  The data were gathered using questionnaires, 
self reporting techniques, interviews, demographic information, previous test results of 
students, student reading questionnaire and reading resource lists.  In addition, teachers’ 
practices were observed, audio-taped and analysed in terms of practices, tasks and types 
of teacher talk (Anstey 2003), as there is a growing focus on the role of talk, tasks and 
texts in the construction of knowledge and the social construction of literacy (Moni, van 
Kraayenoord & Baker 2003).  My role was then to assist the school in developing the 
whole-school literacy strategy that was now formally required by Education Queensland.  
These ongoing sources of data have included group activities and feedback from 
professional development sessions, teacher reflection sheets, parent survey and analysis, 
policy and planning documents, emails and group interviews. 
I acknowledge that my dual role as both advocate and researcher has the potential for 
conflict, therefore my narrations must necessarily be seen as my subjective viewpoint as 
part of the project.  My involvement has however, given me valuable insight into the 
management and implementation of change initiatives, and I have drawn out the strongest 
themes from the raw data and my own sense of the culture of the school through my 
interactions with the school community. 
Methods of Representation and Analysis 
 
Any process of organisational change necessarily encompasses a wide variety of personal 
perspectives or Discourses, often conflicting.  In order to illustrate this notion of personal 
Discourses and how they create tension, sometimes to the detriment of the change 
process, I have decided to construct fictitious narratives that are a composite of the most 
powerful Discourses emerging from the project data.  I include a policy maker, a 
representative of school management, and a teacher.  The next step of the project will be 
to analyse the data from parents and students, however time does not permit these data to 
be included here.  I do not suggest that these are representative of all such members of 
this, or any other school community, however I would argue that they do represent the 
major themes emerging from the data collected so far in this project.  After each vignette, 
I will draw from the project data and include my narration as one of the players in this 
process.  The text boxes throughout the narration contain snippets from the raw data to 
illustrate my points.  I use this method of representation to highlight the composite nature 
of a school community living through change.  As with a narrative under construction, 
this process is a story unfolding, hence it remains incomplete, tentative, but potentially 
generative.  I have used various scholarly works as precedents for the effectiveness of 
this approach (e.g. Brennan, Kenway, Thomson & Zipin 2002, Education Queensland 
2000b, Tinning 1997). 
 
Theoretical Framework 
Personal Visions: Mental Models: Discourses 
One of the major components of developing a whole-school literacy strategy, is 
developing a shared vision about literacy and literacy pedagogy.  This shared vision is 
what underpins the strategy, and it is assumed that all pedagogy emerges from the shared 
vision.   
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I have used Senge’s (1992) ideas about learning organisations to illustrate the importance 
of personal visions or mental models in organisational change.  Shared visions emerge 
from personal visions, and it is from here that commitment and energy are derived.  If 
personal visions are not articulated or do not include a commitment to truth and creative 
tension, then the best an organisation can hope for is compliance, rather than 
commitment.  The ability to ‘hold’ the creative tension beyond comfort levels, whilst 
remaining clear on the vision as it relates to current reality, is a sign of a powerful 
synergy towards the realisation of the vision.   
If personal visions do not sit well with the shared vision, then at best, a grudging 
compliance will emerge in order to continue employment, otherwise non-compliance or 
apathy will underpin professional practices.  Initiatives often fail to be put into practice 
because they conflict with deeply held internal images (mental models) of how the world 
works, images which limit us to familiar ways of thinking and acting.  This is what Gee 
(1996) refers to as Discourse, where we display through words, actions, values and 
beliefs, our membership of particular social groups or social identities.  Discourses create 
perspectives from which people are ‘summoned’ to speak, listen, read, write, act, think, 
feel, believe and value in certain characteristic, historically recognisable ways (Bordieu 
1991, Foucault 1985).  Maybin (2000) further elaborates on this Foucauldian notion of 
discourse by showing how literacy events are part of a continual construction and 
reconstruction of meaning and identity for people in different communities.  She also 
maintains that people’s subjectivity is shaped through their insertion, via local events, 
into broader institutional discourses such as education, and that this inserts itself into 
everyday lives, actions, attitudes and learning processes.  I would argue that teachers 
themselves are moulded into particular ‘Discourses of Schooling’ through their 
interaction in these institutional sites, both as students, and later as professionals and 
sometimes parents.  They then perpetuate these Discourses through their interactions with 
students, parents and other staff members, both professionally, publicly and socially, 
which is particularly indicative of rural communities, where professional and social lives 
frequently overlap.  This overlap of Discourse worlds (Ryan & Anstey 2003) represents 
their identity, which then manifests itself within the school community.  Giddens (1991) 
refers to the notion of a ‘protective cocoon’ that we use to filter out any threats to our 
identity (including our professional identity), and to ensure ‘ontological security’.  By 
operating within the traditional Discourse of schooling, members of a school community 
can stay within the safe bounds of what they know and what is accepted. 
This then, is the lens through which I will view the multiple constructions of data 
gathered throughout this process of changing the literacy culture of a primary school.  I 
will investigate the personal visions, mental models, Discourses of some of the major 
players in this process in order to problematise the process itself and identify conflicting 
Discourses which are, to some extent, short-circuiting change. 
The Stories So Far… 
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Perspective of a policymaker 
Sue is a senior officer in the state education system.  She has organised a meeting this 
morning with her staff to discuss progress on the current whole-school initiatives, so that 
she can report to the Minister early next week.  She realises the importance of this report 
in the current political climate, with ‘Smart State’ and ‘Futures Oriented’ reform agendas 
currently on the boil.  She also realises that although these agendas are important 
educationally, they must also deliver a satisfactory ‘product’ to justify the money spent 
on them. 
 
Sue is aware of the importance of valuing teachers and schools as trusted professionals – 
after all she was a dedicated teacher herself once, before she redirected her career along a 
different pathway.  Sue is committed to ensuring that students in this state will be 
prepared for such change in their lives, and that education is seen as a community 
endeavour, so it is with a renewed sense of purpose that she prepares for her meeting to 
discuss the initiatives that will help to achieve this goal.   
 
Sue considers herself to be a reasonable person, however she is becoming quite tense as 
her meeting continues through the day, with no immediate end in sight.  It is becoming 
apparent that the documentation required from schools will not be forthcoming from all 
regions in the timeline required.  It has even been suggested that some of these 
documents are being written by two or three teachers in a school, rather than as a whole 
school process, just to meet the deadline.  Reports of low staff morale, stress leave, and 
applications for reduction to part-time employment have been bandied around during the 
meeting as a measure of the reality of ‘more Departmental initiatives’ in some schools.    
 
Sue experiences conflicting ideas about this issue.  She can understand the pressures on 
school staff – she knows from experience that it is not easy to juggle professional 
responsibilities to students, the school, parents and the Department during these rapidly 
changing times in education, whilst at the same time being true to your own personal 
vision and notion of autonomous professional identity.  However she knows that these 
current initiatives have the potential to really address the diversity of students and school 
communities, and to embrace the responsibility of preparing students to be active, multi-
literate participants in this ever-changing world.  She also knows that unless all schools 
are required to take on these challenges, there is a danger of inconsistency across the state 
and non-compliance from some areas.  It has to be a statewide reform for it to be 
effective. 
 
Sue considers her dilemma – does she give schools more time and support to develop 
their whole-school strategy?  What will she tell the Minister when asked for tangible 
evidence of ‘money well-spent’?  How can she convince schools of the importance of 
these initiatives?  What will it take to ensure a real commitment to this ‘futures vision’?   
One of her colleagues suggests that these particular initiatives may not be sustainable 
anyway, and another argues that perhaps we place too much importance on statewide 
consistency…  
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Narrator 
Systemic initiatives such as Literate Futures (Education Queensland 2000b) and as part of 
this, Whole School Literacy Planning (Education Queensland 2002), have extensively 
drawn upon multiple voices within Education Queensland and various school 
communities to underpin their recommendations.  These reports are based on the notion 
that all teachers are teachers of literacy, and that a high standard of forward-looking  
repertoires of literacy practice are needed in Queensland.   
 
The language used in such reports appeals to the professional responsibility of teachers, 
and creates a mood of accountability through terms such as ‘core business’, ‘all schools, 
in every classroom, in every key learning area…every teacher’, and ‘we are required to 
make a long-term commitment…’ (Education Queensland 2002, p.3).  The intimation 
that teachers are not performing up to standard in terms of literacy teaching is evident 
through statements such as ‘improved literacy attainments that our students need’ (p.3). 
 
A strong statement of expectation is made, that ‘there is a systemic requirement that all 
schools engage in whole-school literacy planning as a central part of their curriculum 
reform agenda, and ensure that by the end of 2002 they have in place a strategy to take 
appropriate action to improve students’ literacy learning’ (Education Queensland 2002, 
p.3).  The dominant Discourse of schooling that is emerging from these documents is 
what Bernstein (1996) would call regulative.  Although these initiatives are being enacted 
to encourage students to be forward thinkers and problem-solvers in a multiliterate 
society, they invest in Foucault’s notion of the language of control and surveillance 
(Danaher, Schirato & Webb 2000) over schools and teachers.  These conflicting 
Discourses are then passed on to schools. 
Having said that, curriculum and school reform agendas are complex and multi-
dimensional.  In a time when schools are re-imaging as sites for the creation of 
professional knowledge, and teachers as self-managed, collective and collaborative 
professionals (Beare 2001, Lewis 2003), any systemic reform agenda will meet with 
colliding opinions, both positive and negative.  The crux of real change will lie at the 
school level.  It will be the teachers themselves who determine the true outcomes of 
reform agendas, so the way they interpret these conflicting discourses will be the key. 
Perspective of school-management 
Tom is a relatively new Deputy Principal at a primary school in rural Queensland.  He is 
pretty keen to work his way up the ladder and eventually become Principal of a larger, 
urban school.  He has taken on the responsibility in his school to ensure the 
implementation of the current whole-school initiatives.  He is of the view that his school 
will ‘show the others how it is done’.  He wants to produce impressive documentation 
and he wants to leave an imprint on this school when he leaves. 
 
Tom believes that the initiatives in Queensland are being enacted for good reason, 
although he is not quite sure of the impact they will have ‘at the ground level’ so to speak 
– in real classrooms.   He is well aware that many on his teaching staff are sceptical about 
the ‘initiatives from above’ that they have seen come and go throughout their careers.  He 
is determined however, to make these initiatives the priority in school management 
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‘Generous in-service 
funding…’ 
 
‘Energetic staff…’ 
 
‘Culture of self-
improvement…’ 
 
(school management 
q’aire)  
decision-making and in the day-to-day business of teaching and learning.  He knows the 
teachers are generally energetic, and that there is a culture of self-improvement at the 
school stemming from his generous allocation of in-service funding.  He considers 
himself an ‘educational leader’, not just a ‘managerial leader’, so he has developed a 
long-term strategic view, based on what other states and other schools are doing, and on 
the new policy documents coming out of the Department, about where the school should 
be going in terms of pedagogy and professional development.  He knows the teachers are 
capable of achieving his plan, now he simply has to get them there.  Some of his school-
management colleagues at other schools don’t have his drive and enthusiasm about these 
initiatives, in his view. They are leaving it up to a couple of their key teachers to 
implement.  They say they believe that the teachers have more of a working knowledge 
of the students’ needs, they can interpret the documents intelligently for their context, and 
their ideas will be taken on board by less experienced teachers.  Tom doesn’t agree – he 
feels that his knowledge of departmental policies, along with his untiring involvement in 
all aspects of his school, will help them to weather any ‘accountability’ storms. 
 
Tom knows that he has provided opportunities for a representative from each year level 
group to attend professional development sessions, with the expectation that they will 
then share with colleagues. He has also ensured that intensive support from the literacy 
co-ordinator is directed towards particular year groups in particular terms, so he feels that 
he can expect a degree of accountability in terms of implementing particular strategies in 
the classroom.  He has told the staff that certain strategies such as guided reading groups 
will be expected, and that at the same time each morning, the whole school will engage in 
uninterrupted literacy time, sharing resources where appropriate, so that all students are 
exposed to the most appropriate texts and there is a level of consistency across year 
levels.  This seems to be working so far – everyone is pulling their weight, and the 
teachers hold regular year level planning meetings to ensure consistency.   
Some of the feedback from professional development sessions has been negative because 
some teachers can’t see why this ‘new-fangled stuff’ is needed, particularly some aspects 
that are suggested in the policy documents, because most of their students don’t even use 
computers at home, and ‘who wants to sit and analyse everything they watch on TV?’.  
Moreover, they don’t see why they have to give new names to practices that they already 
use, just to keep the Department happy.  Tom doesn’t expect the staff to change 
overnight, and he knows that he will never get 100% of them on board with the new 
ideas, so he isn’t too worried about a bit of negative feedback. 
Narrator 
From the beginning of this project it was obvious that the 
school management were driving this agenda.  School 
results on statewide literacy tests were not of a high 
standard, and it was felt that something had to be done 
school-wide to improve this. 
The view from school management was that the teachers 
were capable professionals, and that they were given 
sufficient professional support to update their knowledge in 
order to reform current practices. 
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‘Need to update 
knowledge/theory 
about reading and 
thus reform 
practice…’ 
 
(school management 
interview) 
‘Some people had to 
look in the 
handbooks for 
inspiration while 
others checked with 
the people beside 
them. I suggested 
that the results 
should show that we 
had made progress 
since the last 
questionnaire or 
what did this say 
about our 
professionalism…’ 
 
(email from school 
management) 
Whilst there seems to be a valuing of staff energy and  
capabilities, there is also a climate of regulation and surveillance, stemming from the 
regulative Discourse from policy makers.  School management has ‘bought into’ this 
Discourse through its unquestioning acceptance of such policies, and the decision to 
tackle such initiatives by developing long-term strategies 
from a management perspective.  There is an underlying 
message that teachers are not getting the literacy results 
that are required, therefore their practices are inadequate 
and they need someone from ‘above’ to tell them how to do 
it differently.   
 
The sense I get from my interactions with school 
management is that they are well-intentioned, and that 
they want the best for their students.  They also want to 
‘toe the  
line’ for the Department, so their school looks good and they 
are seen to be doing a great job.  There has been some 
collaborative development of a shared vision, although in the 
literacy document that has been produced, the vision tends to 
mimic Departmental catchphrases such as ‘repertoire of future-
oriented literacy practices to enhance students’ life chances’, 
and this vision has not been interrogated to see whether the 
teachers invest in it, or whether they are simply compliant or 
even apathetic.  There is an expectation of teachers becoming 
cognisant of the practices necessary to achieve the vision, 
however there has been no real exploration of what the 
teachers determine such practices to look like in their 
classroom, why they would choose a particular one over 
another, or which ones are successful for the students that they 
currently teach.  Any suggestion of classroom observations or 
self-reflection sheets was seen as a way to ensure that teachers 
had incorporated the new theories/practices into their 
classroom practice, rather than as a way to investigate different 
ways of constructing such practices or of challenging their 
validity in various contexts.  
 
Perspective of a teacher  
Peter is a classroom teacher at a rural primary school in Queensland.  He hasn’t been 
sleeping well lately as he feels that he is under a lot of pressure at work.  When he 
decided to become a teacher almost twenty years ago, he was most concerned about 
connecting with his students and making a difference in their lives.  Now all he seems to 
do is worry about whether he is using this practice or that practice, whether he knows the 
correct terms for what he does, and whether he has enough of a ‘futures perspective’ – 
whatever that translates to in everyday practice.  School management are making more 
and more demands about being accountable and they expect him to know about the new 
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‘There has been no inservice 
on the literacy strategy for 
new staff this year…’ 
 
‘Not consistently 
approached…despite frequent 
requests for inservice…’ 
 
(Literacy Strategy Feedback 
(LSF) q’aire) 
‘You tell us!’ 
 
‘You lead, we’ll follow.  Get 
us to the pointy end as 
painlessly as possible…’ 
 
‘When you’ve told the parents 
what we’re doing, get them to 
explain it to us, then we’ll all 
know!’ 
(LSF q’aire) 
‘Teachers value 
organization…’ 
‘Support values 
the uniformity and 
continuity of 
approach…’  
(LSF q’aire) 
theories after one meeting with his colleague who had release time to attend some 
professional development about current perspectives and was required to share it 
afterwards.  They had to schedule yet another meeting one afternoon after school, as no 
release time was given for the sharing session, and he felt a little out of his depth because 
he is a ‘hands-on’ learner and just hearing about it didn’t help him to understand it very 
well. 
 
Peter is also trying to cope with the ever-changing population at his school.  What was 
once a relatively wealthy rural area, now has quite a large, low-socioeconomic transient 
population which can be attributed to seasonal work.  Many of his students move around 
to a lot of different schools, so they have a lot of gaps in their learning, and they find it 
hard to make friends.  The behaviour management in his classroom has become a real 
issue, and the parents don’t seem to be very interested in school activities anymore.  
Many of his students don’t even have books at home that they can read, and only a few 
have access to a computer, let alone the internet.  At school they have tried to get parents 
involved by using programs to educate them about how to help their kids properly at 
home, with little interest or support.  
 
They had to develop a questionnaire to send out to parents because part of these new 
initiatives requires them to develop a community profile.  Peter is not sure how this is 
going to help them in the classroom because what they found out was that the majority of 
students are only exposed to a limited range of texts and worthwhile literacy practices at 
home.  These kids need to be exposed to some decent literature, not be reminded of the 
low-level practices that they see at home. 
As he leaves for school, Peter reminds himself that he better read the school vision and 
the policy documents again today, as they will probably be quizzed about them again at 
the staff meeting that afternoon.   
 
 
Narrator 
The teachers tend to have a different view from the 
school management about the level of support offered 
for professional development during the development 
of the school literacy strategy.  They have felt that not 
all teachers have received adequate support, and 
particularly not in terms of sustainability of the 
strategy, as new staff members are not sure what is 
valued and emphasised by the school in terms of 
literacy practices.  There is however, a view emerging 
from the data that the school values uniformity and 
continuity, and that teachers value organisation.  
Management and organisation are key themes running 
through the data from the teachers.  They not only 
believe that they are being regulated through the type of 
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‘Factors in students’ 
backgrounds can be used 
as excuses…’ 
 
‘Lack of appropriate home 
literacy practices…’ 
 
‘Need better kids!’ 
 
‘Need to educate parents 
to provide appropriate 
support at home…’ 
(LSF q’aire) 
‘Should teaching literacy 
be a major focus of our 
work at this school?’ 
 
‘What type of homework 
do you value – reading, 
writing, maths, other, 
none?’ 
 
‘How often do you help 
your child with homework 
– daily, weekly, monthly, 
never? 
 
(Parent Survey) 
‘Exploring and 
incorporating future 
technologies…need 
a crystal ball for this 
one…’ 
(LSF q’aire) 
support offered, but many have taken the apathetic view of ‘Just tell us and we’ll do it’.   
The teachers appear to be displaying characteristics of Senge’s (1992) descriptions of 
compliant or apathetic workers in an organisation, as opposed to those committed to the 
vision. 
 
There is little evidence of a ‘can-do’ attitude of making things 
happen no matter what the obstacle, as described by Senge 
(1992) in his description of commitment.  Rather, most 
teachers seem to have given in to the regulative Discourse from 
‘above’, and don’t seem confident that they have anything to 
offer in terms of new ideas or practices. 
The teachers themselves display regulative behaviours and 
attitudes towards the students and parents in the school community.  In the classroom 
observations (2001), the data indicate that the most prevalent type of teacher talk was 
management talk (39%), and teachers spent large 
amounts of time in those lessons observed, managing 
other groups.  There was also a focus on organisation and 
timing as classes were required to share resources to 
ensure uniformity of guided reading lessons.  This is yet 
another example of regulative Discourse leading to 
regulative Discourse. 
Community literacy practices are not highly valued, as 
there is a strong view that they are deficient.  When asked 
to rank the priorities for the literacy strategy, conducting 
a community audit and using the community as a 
resource were ranked eleventh and twelfth out of thirteen 
items (2001).  The parent survey that was developed, 
clearly valued middle class ‘school’ Discourses by asking 
leading questions about reading, writing, listening, 
speaking, viewing and homework.  It suggested particular 
types of texts and particular types of homework to 
comment on, and included yes/no questions which clearly 
required a ‘yes’ answer to ‘fit’ with the values of the 
school.  Parents are being regulated to conform to the 
Discourse of schooling, and if they do not conform, they 
are seen as deficient or inappropriate models for their 
children. 
Discussion 
The emerging themes from the data collected so far during the development of a whole-
school literacy strategy, indicate that whilst important pedagogical decisions are being 
made about literacy, the dominant Discourse is a regulative one.  Bernstein (1996) argues 
that the regulative Discourse is the dominant Discourse, and that all instructional 
Discourse is regulated by the regulative Discourse.  The social rules are created by the 
regulative Discourse, and in this case the regulation is occurring through each level of 
this systemic initiative.  Foucault (1997) uses the term ‘games of truth’ to emphasise that 
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public institutions authorise their activities by claiming to be speaking the truth, however 
such claims are dependent upon institutional and discursive practices.  So essentially 
there are rules by which the truth is produced.  Barton and Hamilton (2000, p. 8) also 
maintain that “literacy practices are patterned by social institutions and power 
relationships, and some literacies are more dominant, visible and influential than others”.  
Regulation is valued by policy-makers, who make decisions about what should be valued 
by schools, and expect the schools to conform.  Schools then take on this regulative 
Discourse and value it through school-management decisions and subsequent classroom 
practices and interactions with parents.  Maybin (2000), in her discussion about parent 
literacy programs, suggests that the teacher initiates all literacy events and that parents 
are positioned as generally fairly passive pupils in order to secure their commitment to a 
system within which they may previously have been marginalised.  In this context, 
parents tend only to be valued if they are moulded into the regulative triplex that is 
operating in the school community.  That is, literacy = schooling = becoming literate.   
The key to making real change in the literacy practices of this school community is 
commitment to the shared vision and collaborative mission.  Policy makers may regulate 
and value particular practices, however these will not be successful unless schools, 
individual teachers, and community members collaboratively develop and ‘buy into’ their 
shared vision and are prepared to do anything to make it happen (Senge 1992).  The 
necessity to problematise and interrogate the complex, often contradictory discourses that 
surround whole-school change is clearly important.  Unless this happens, we have what 
Sparkes (1990) refers to as ‘innovation without change’.  There is surface change, yet 
teachers have not had to really challenge their taken-for-granted conceptions of their role 
or their beliefs.  Sparkes’ warning that curriculum innovation is an interactive political 
process which we cannot afford to ignore, is particularly pertinent for this site of whole-
school change. 
Conclusion 
The composite nature of representation used in this paper is a powerful means to illustrate 
the complexity and multiplicity of perspectives, narratives and discourses that are 
interwoven through any change process such as the one described here.  The storied 
images that I have drawn from the data to represent my account of the change process 
could only be assembled in such a way to capture the pastiche of multiple voices, 
contradictions and positionings of the key players.  Inevitably the story remains 
incomplete, however this ‘bringing to life’ of the major themes from the data through 
fictional characters tells a powerful story about whole-school innovation and the lived 
experiences of those involved. 
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